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I N 2003, the UK Government set a target 
that approximately half of all 18- to 
35-year-olds should be attending Univer- 
sity by 2010 (Clarke, 2003). Whether this 
objective will be met remains to be seen; 
currently, participation falls well below this 
target for a number of groups (House of 
Commons Public Accounts Committee, 
2009). However, this increase in participa- 
tion has prompted researchers and practi- 
tioners to explore the factors that predict 
student success, positive student experience, 
and retention both in psychology and in 
other disciplines (e.g. Betts et al., 2008; 
Forbes & Thomson, 2006; Smith & Naylor 
2001, 2005). 

Although a number of antecedents of 
student success have been identified to 
inform practice with the aim of increasing 
participation, one related issue that has 
received comparatively little attention is how 
to widen participation of those students with 
a disability (Department for Innovation, 
Universities, and Skills, 2009). Specifically, 
following the 2005 Disability Discrimination 
Act for equal access, educational practi- 
tioners have reflected on their delivery styles, 
assessment, and integration of students 
(Disability Rights Commission, 2007). 
Further, with the drive to widen participation 
and provide equal access to all, it is 
inevitable that the student population will 
continue to diversify. 

In 2006/2007 eight per cent of under- 
graduate students studying in the UK 
reported a disability and, of these, fewer 
than five per cent reported having a visual 


impairment (Department for Innovation, 
Universities, and Skills, 2009). Whilst there 
are a number of technologies that have been 
used, with varying levels of success, to 
support visually impaired students (Abner & 
Lahm, 2002), the purpose of this short note 
is to reflect upon our experiences of 
supporting a visually impaired student 
through a nine-month level two undergrad- 
uate biological psychology module. 

We developed a number of strategies that 
could be easily replicated and transferred to 
supporting other students with a visual 
impairment, to students with other learning 
requirements, or to all students. Consistent 
with Haggis’ (2003) recommendations, the 
underlying philosophy that we adopted was 
to regard all students as individuals with 
their own learning agenda who should be 
supported to reach their full potential. To 
this end we found that the first, and most 
crucial, aspect to underpin all our subse- 
quent support was the importance of devel- 
oping a good working relationship and 
rapport with the student. Although this is 
something that has been highlighted as good 
practice when working with all students 
(Nicholls, 2002), in this case we found that 
such a rapport was crucial to ensure that the 
student felt at ease to communicate her 
needs to fully engage in the course. Further, 
such an approach was essential to maintain 
an inclusive educational environment which 
Dimigen et al. (2001) identified as some- 
thing that not all students with a visual 
impairment report experiencing. 
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Next, we reflected on how we could 
support and integrate the student in 
teaching sessions. For group sessions we 
adopted a student-centred approach to 
ensure that all students were supported and 
learning was facilitated in an unassuming 
way. We also found the good practice guide- 
lines produced by Child (2003) to be invalu- 
able. Child (2003) suggests a series of 
practical modifications to teaching practice 
when working with visually impaired 
students such as thinking about: room 
layout, lighting conditions, giving explicit 
explanations of illustrations and figures 
contained within presentations, giving a 
verbal commentary to all aspects of non- 
verbal communication, and using names to 
introduce speakers. 

One of the challenges that we faced 
supporting the student was to ensure that all 
pertinent information was relayed to the 
student from the numerous complex 
diagrams contained within the course mate- 
rial. Therefore, a major adaptation to both 
our teaching practices was to find innovative 
ways to communicate the intricacies of 
biological diagrams without the student 
being able to visualise them. We devised 
several approaches to facilitate this. For 
example, pin-dot diagrams were 
constructed, so the student could feel (in 
much the same way as Braille) and identify 
outlines and structures as well as have an 
appreciation of spatial awareness. Addition- 
ally, we created 3D diagrams of brain struc- 
tures such as neurons using Play-Doh and 
used Blue Tack to create normal distribution 
curves. Following the success of these 3D 
models, we then used a range of media to 
build more complex representations of 
biological structures. For example, we used 
pasta, beans, coins, string, wooden sticks, 
cotton reels to represent cell bodies, 
neurons, and synapses, and smells to repre- 
sent different structures such as cloves and 
peppercorns to represent cell nuclei. These 
models enabled the student to distinguish 
between the different structures through the 


range of textures. The models were comple- 
mented by accessible written descriptions 
and discussions so that the student could use 
the models independently. 

As the student progressed through the 
course we found that central to all of the 
strategies that we used was the reflective 
dialogue between ourselves and the student. 
Maintaining such a dialogue allowed us to 
continue to reflect on, and change, our prac- 
tices so that they were the most effective for 
the student. We also found that sending 
materials to the student in advance of 
teaching sessions allowed the student to 
familiarise herself with some of the concepts 
that we would cover. The student evaluation 
was very positive, both from the individual 
student and from other members of the 
group. In particular, nearly all of the 
students commented that they found the use 
of models in the tutorials supported their 
learning. 

In this short note we have described 
some of the approaches that we used to 
support a visually impaired student through 
a level two biological psychology module. 
Whilst we recognise that much of what we 
have suggested can be regarded as good 
practice for all students, and that the 
approaches benefited the group more 
generally, we would argue that such innova- 
tive and engaging teaching methods are 
crucial to widen participation. Further, we 
would suggest that in these circumstances of 
increasing student numbers it is crucial that 
appropriate tutor-student relationships can 
be facilitated to ensure effective support is 
provided. 
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